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Abstract
Two-pulse correlation is employed to investigate the temporal dynamics of both two-
photon photoluminescence (2PPL) and four-photon photoluminescence (4PPL) in resonant and
nonresonant nanoantennas excited at a wavelength of 800 nm. Our data are consistent with the
same two-step model being the cause of both 4PPL and 2PPL, implying that the first excitation
step in 4PPL is a three-photon sp → sp direct interband transition. Considering energy and
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parity conservation, we also explain why 4PPL behavior is favored over three-and five-photon
photoluminescence in the power range below the damage threshold of our antennas. Since
sizeable 4PPL requires larger peak intensities of the local field, we are able to select either
2PPL or 4PPL in the same gold nanoantennas by choosing a suitable laser pulse duration. We
thus provide a first consistent model for the understanding of multiphoton photoluminescence
generation in gold nanoantennas, opening new perspectives for applications ranging from the
characterization of plasmonic resonances to biomedical imaging.
Noble-metal nanoparticles and nanoantennas are attracting an ever increasing attention since
the resonant behavior of the electron plasma oscillations in response to the external optical field
enables numerous spectroscopic and sensing applications.1 The large near-field peak intensity en-
hancement that accompanies such resonances can give rise to a whole range of nonlinear opti-
cal effects. In this context, two-photon photoluminescence (2PPL) imaging has become one of
the preferred tools to study modal patterns of plasmonic resonances, especially in gold.2–6 Two-
photon absorption has also established gold nanoparticles among the most promising theragnostic
biomarkers, since they provide at the same time the possibility for deep tissue imaging as well as
for local heating in photothermal therapies.7–9
At variance with coherent 2PPL in molecules, which usually proceeds through a virtual inter-
mediate state, it has been proposed10 and experimentally demonstrated11 that 2PPL in gold is the
result of two sequential single-photon absorption steps mediated by a real state. In detail, the first
photon excites an electron via an intraband transition within the sp conduction band, while the
second photon excites an electron from the d band to recombine with an sp hole in the conduction
band. The dynamics of the TPPL signal, originated by the radiative recombination of d holes, is
ruled by the relaxation time of the transient distribution excited in the sp conduction band after the
first absorption event. Due to the increased density of states, interband radiative recombination in
2PPL occurs close to the L and X points in the reciprocal space, leading to two emission bands lo-
cated in the green and red spectral regions, respectively.10 Higher-order absorption processes with
characteristic power dependencies have also been reported in the literature. Three-photon absorp-
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tion has been observed from single gold nanoparticles,12 while four-photon photoluminescence
(4PPL) has been reported for resonant gold dipole antennas.3 Interestingly, in the case of 4PPL, an
increased spectral weight of the green (L point) emission band was observed, compared to standard
2PPL.3 While the mechanism behind 2PPL is well understood, there is no consistent model for the
observed higher-order nonlinearities and the appearance of either order in experiments seems to be
elusively random.
Here we study the photoluminescence (PL) dynamics of both a rough gold film as well as
high-quality resonant single-crystalline nanoantennas.13 While the rough gold film only shows
2PPL, for the nanoantennas we observe both 2PPL and 4PPL depending on the pulse length. In
order to characterize the non-equilibrium dynamics of both 2PPL and 4PPL, we perform two-
pulse correlation measurements using 100 fs pulses centered at 800 nm, in which PL is recorded as
a function of the time delay between two pulse replicas.14,15 For both 2PPL and 4PPL, two-pulse
correlation shows a single-exponential incoherent tail that directly probes the 1 ps relaxation time
of the nonequilibrium electron distribution, which therefore represents the intermediate excited
configuration for both cases. Based on this observation, we suggest that in the case of 4PPL the
intermediate nonequilibrium electron distribution is created by a coherent three-photon transition
mediated by virtual states, as implied by energy and parity conservation and supported by the
experimental features of the 4PPL spectra. The observation of orders other than 2 and 4 can be
excluded in the framework of this model for the 800 nm excitation wavelength. We provide further
evidence for the validity of this picture by demonstrating control over the occurrence of 4PPL
vs 2PPL from the same resonant nanostructure by changing the pulse duration for a given average
power. In addition, we also find that the relaxation time of the hot electron distribution is shortened
in the particular case of resonant optical antennas as compared to off-resonance antennas. Possible
explanations for this intriguing behavior are discussed.
The experimental setup is based on a commercial confocal microscope (Alpha-SNOM, WITec
GmbH, Germany) coupled to a mode-locked Ti:sapphire oscillator producing 40 fs pulses at 100 MHz
repetition rate and 800 nm wavelength. Collinear pulse pairs with computer-controlled delay ∆ [see
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sketch in 1(a)] are generated by a balanced Michelson interferometer. The output of the interferom-
eter is coupled into a short piece of single-mode fiber, whose far end serves as a point-like source
for the confocal microscope. Light is focused onto the sample by an oil-immersion objective with
1.4 numerical aperture. Precompensation of dispersion introduced by the optics in the beam path
is achieved by a double pass in a pair of SF10 Brewster-cut prisms. After optimization of the pre-
compensation stage, a pulse duration δ < 100 fs is obtained after the objective, as measured with
second-harmonic generation (SHG) correlation from a thin β -barium borate (BBO) crystal. Gold
PL is collected using the same objective and sent to a photon counter through a multimode fiber
whose 75 µm core also acts as a collection pinhole for background rejection. Suitable spectral
filters (transmission window 450-750 nm) are inserted along the collection path in order to selec-
tively detect the gold PL while completely rejecting both the fundamental excitation wavelength
and possible second-harmonic signals.
In order to record a two-pulse PL correlation curve, the area of interest is first imaged by
means of scanning confocal optical microscopy, then a selected structure is positioned in the focus
and the PL signal is recorded as a function of the pulse delay ∆. The typical power needed to
obtain a sizable signal without damaging the sample was of the order of 100 µW per arm in
the interferometer. Count rates are normalized to those obtained with two well-separated laser
pulses (time delay ∆∼ 4 ps). We generally observe that the 2PPL or 4PPL signals of continuously
illuminated single- or multi-crystalline gold structures show intensity fluctuations, which are the
main source of noise in the experiments.
We first investigate a reference sample for 2PPL, i.e., a rough polycrystalline gold film (∼
50 nm thickness) fabricated by thermal evaporation.2 The corresponding 2PPL correlation trace is
shown in 1(b) for delay times ∆ > 200 fs, revealing a ∼ 1 ps exponential tail. Comparison with
the SHG correlation curve acquired replacing the gold film by a BBO crystal [blue line in 1(b)]
confirms that this tail is indeed due to gold 2PPL dynamics and not to a residual chirp of the light
pulses.
The observed ∼ 1 ps dynamics is in full agreement with previous experimental results where
4
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Figure 1: Panel (a): sketch of the two-pulse correlation measurements on gold nanoantennas;
panel (b): tail of the correlation curve (black line) for the 2PPL signal from a rough gold film. The
red line is a best fit according to Eq. 2 (see text) with τsp as the only free parameter. The blue trace
corresponds to the reference SHG correlation signal obtained from a BBO crystal placed at the
sample position. The count rates are normalized to those obtained with two laser pulses separated
by a time delay ∆∼ 4 ps.
the 2PPL yield was measured as a function of the pulse duration and the same limiting dynamics
was observed.11 In order to understand this result, let us recall that gold 2PPL in the recorded
spectral range is mostly generated by the recombination of holes in the 5d band created via a two-
step process involving two sequential one-photon absorption transitions.10,11 This excited hole
distribution can relax radiatively and directly contribute to 2PPL, albeit with a small quantum
yield. It can also recombine nonradiatively within the sp band by generating localized plasmon
oscillations that subsequently radiate, increasing the luminescence quantum yield.16,17
The two sequential one-photon absorption events are governed by the following rate equa-
tions:11
dNsp
dt = σsp→spNF(t)−
Nsp
τsp
−σd→spNspF(t), (1a)
dNd
dt = σd→spNspF(t)−
Nd
τd
, (1b)
where N is the sample density expressed as atoms per unit volume, Nsp and Nd are the densities of
holes created below the Fermi level in the sp and d bands, respectively, while τsp and τd represent
the relaxation times of the sp and d holes. F(t) describes the pulse intensity profile used for the
excitation and σsp→sp (σd→sp) is the cross section of the sp → sp (d → sp) transition excited by
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the first (second) absorbed photon. The third term of the right-hand side of Eq. 1a is negligible in
the small perturbation regime characterized by Nsp ≪ N.
The 2PPL intensity I2PPL(∆) can be obtained from Eq. 1 by calculating the temporal average
value 〈Nd〉, to which the time-integrated photoluminescence signal is proportional.11 To do this,
we consider a function F(t) consisting of two identical light pulses of duration δ separated by a
time delay ∆. As already proposed in Ref. 11, the dynamics of the process is governed by τsp,
which is typically on the order of 1 ps in gold.11,18,19 Since the duration δ of the pulse impinging
on the sample is below 100 fs, i.e. much shorter than τsp, we obtain for the 2PPL intensity the
following simple expression for delays ∆≫ δ :
I2PPL(∆) ∝ 〈Nd〉 ∝ I20 (1+ e
−
|∆|
τsp ), (2)
where I0 is the time-averaged excitation intensity at the sample. Eq. 2 correctly reproduces the
experimentally found exponential dependence of the 2PPL count rate on the time delay ∆. The
validity of Eq. 2 is independent of details of the laser pulses such as bandwidth and chirp, as long
as δ ≪ τsp and δ ≪ ∆. By fitting the experimental traces using Eq. 2 [red line in 1(b)] we find
τsp ∼ 910 fs, in good agreement with the typical relaxation times observed for electrons and holes
close to the Fermi level in gold films and nanostructures due to electron-phonon interactions.11,18,19
We shall now discuss 4PPL correlation data obtained from gold nanoantennas. Antennas are
prepared by focused ion-beam milling starting from single-crystalline gold flakes on an ITO-coated
glass substrate.13 2(a)-(c) reports the PL intensity as a function of the average excitation power for
three gold dipole antennas with the same 10 nm gap and total lengths of 200, 250, and 320 nm,
respectively [see SEM images in the insets of 2(d)-(f)]. The slope of the power curves in a log-
log plot [2(a)-(c)] clearly reveals a four-photon process.3 The 250 nm-long antenna shows a small
deviation from slope of four for average powers higher than about 200 µW [2(b)], which can
be attributed to thermal effects, as we discuss below. Confocal 4PPL maps and finite-difference
time-domain (FDTD) simulations show that the latter antenna is on resonance with the excitation
6
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Figure 2: 4PPL power curves [panels (a), (b), and (c)] and normalized correlation curves [panels
(d), (e), and (f)] for three different nanoantennas characterized by different arm lengths but an
otherwise similar geometry. Red solid (dashed) lines in the power curves represent a guide for
four-photon (three-photon) behavior. The correlation data are obtained with 100 µW average
power per arm in the interferometer and then normalized to the count rate obtained with the two
laser pulses separated by a time delay ∆ ∼ 4 ps. Insets are scanning electron microscopy images
of the antennas. The red lines in panels (d), (e), and (f) are best fits obtained by using the function
from Eq. 2 (see text).
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wavelength. Indeed, in the experiment it provides the highest 4PPL count rate for a given excitation
power in the confocal maps. Moreover, simulations show that, upon illumination at a wavelength
of 800 nm with a diffraction-limited spot, it exhibits a local field intensity enhancement which is
about a factor of 2 to 3 larger than those of the other two antennas. It is important to note that
all antennas display single-exponential tails in the correlation curves [as shown in 2(d)-(f)] that
are remarkably similar to those exhibited by the multi-crystalline gold film solely showing 2PPL
[1(b)].
This observation unravels a universal behavior of the dynamics of the 4PPL processes. In par-
ticular, it suggests that, irrespectively of the process order (two- or four-photon), the limiting inter-
mediate step in the overall multi-photon cascade is always constituted by the same non-equilibrium
Fermi distribution of sp holes, which relaxes with a∼ 1 ps time constant, as already found for stan-
dard 2PPL in gold.11 The 4PPL correlation and power curves can be reproduced by the following
model. We assume that the d holes, whose radiative recombination produces the PL in a n-order
process, are generated by a cascade of n sequential absorption processes, each described by the
following rate equation:
dNi
dt = σiNi−1(t)F(t)−
Ni(t)
τi
, (3)
where τi and Ni are the relaxation time and the density of holes in the ith intermediate configuration,
respectively, and σi is the cross section of the transition from the (i−1)th to the ith configuration.
The initial conditions are N0(0) = N and Ni(0) = 0 for i = 1...n. By solving this system of coupled
equations in the δ ≪ ∆ limit, one obtains
IMPPL(∆) ∝ 〈Nd〉= 〈Nn〉 ∝ In0 (1+
n−1
∑
i=1
e
−
|∆|
τi ). (4)
Here, each of the n steps can in principle be related to a number of events, including interband
transitions,21 intraband transitions,2 or generation/annihiliation of plasmons.16 In particular, non-
linear excitation of a sp hole can account for the additional steps leading from 2PPL to 4PPL. Such
processes are well-known and currently employed in multi-photon photoemission experiments20
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and as a probe in photoemission electron microscopy to investigate local field enhancements in
noble-metal nanostructures.22,23 Remarkably, this model holds even when some of the transitions
involve a “virtual” intermediate state, i.e. when transitions in the cascade are excited by a coherent
multi-photon absorption. In this case the corresponding relaxation time τi in Eq. 3 is equal to zero.
For n = 4, Eq. 4 correctly reproduces the observed 4PPL power dependence, provided τi ∼ 0
is assumed for three of the four steps. The single-exponential correlation tail observed also in
the case of 4PPL, when compared to Eq. 4, thus suggests that the dynamics is still dominated
by an intermediate distribution having a relaxation time of the order of ∼ 1 ps and that all other
contributions leading to n = 4 are characterized by a relaxation time τi much shorter than the
investigated time window (i.e. shorter than about 100 fs).
Our model therefore confirms that the dynamics can be very similar for different multi-photon
absorption orders since the same longer-lived intermediate state dominates the absorption cascade,
whose order n is in any case revealed by the dependence on the average excitation intensity [2(a)-
(c)]. The dynamics of the other absorption steps leading to n > 2 in 4PPL is confined within the
first 100 fs that are not accessed in our investigation. Based on this interpretation, it is therefore
expected that the yield of 4PPL strongly depends on the excitation pulse duration, as opposed to
standard 2PPL.11 In order to verify this prediction, we repeat the measurement of the absorption
order in the investigated antennas by sending fs pulses through a longer piece of optical fiber,
leading to a pulse duration δ > 700 fs. Remarkably, we observe a transition from 4PPL to 2PPL
for the same antennas (see 3).
In the following we propose a consistent picture to describe the absorption steps leading to
4PPL, which also explains why 4PPL excited with 800 nm wavelength dominates over alternative
multi-photon processes. As a starting point, let us consider the first absorption step, which in the
case of 2PPL is an intraband indirect transition within the sp band. We further assume that in
the case of 4PPL this sp → sp transition involves absorption of more than one photon. In this
case, it is reasonable to assume that this multi-photon transition will be vertical in the reciprocal
space, since a cascade of indirect absorption events would be exceedingly unlikely. By close
9
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Figure 3: Comparison between the multi-photon emission curves for the three investigated anten-
nas acquired with pulse durations δ < 100 fs and δ > 700 fs. The antenna length is a) 200 nm, b)
250 nm, c) 320 nm. Lines with slopes 2, 3, and 4 in the log-log plot are also shown as a guide for
the eye.
inspection of the gold band structure24 in the proximity of the L and X points, it can be seen
that the direct gap between adjacent sp bands is about 3 eV around the L point (see 4) and about
6.5 eV around the X point. The onset of the joint density of states (JDOS) in gold is therefore
near the L point of the reciprocal space. Since the sp bands above and below the Fermi level at
L disperse very rapidly, direct transitions can occur only within a small volume of the reciprocal
space close to L. Such energy-allowed transitions, involving 2, 3, or 4 photons, are sketched in 4
for the photon energy employed in our experiments (1.55 eV), together with a possible indirect
one-photon transition typical for 2PPL. It should however be noted that the two sp bands drawn
in the figure have different parity character at the L point, and that multi-photon transitions couple
states with the same (opposite) parity when the number of photons involved in the process is
even (odd). Therefore, parity conservation suggests that three-photon sp → sp transitions are
likely to be privileged with respect to two- or four-photon transitions.25 Moreover, two-photon
transitions occur at the very onset of the JDOS (along the L-W direction) and are therefore further
hindered. Also, by inspection of the Au bands at L, one can immediately see that the energy
differences corresponding to three- or four-photon sp → sp transitions are higher than the energy
of the Van Hove singularity at L, which corresponds to a local maximum in the JDOS. Therefore,
the JDOS has to be lower for four-photon compared to three-photon transitions, adding further
consistency to the hypothesis that four-photon transitions should be much less effective than three-
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photon transitions. This leads to the conclusion that a three-photonsp → sp transition followed
by a single-photon d → sp absorption resulting in 4PPL should be much more efficient than other
multi-photon processes leading e.g. to three- or five-photon photoluminescence. Incidentally, we
note here that even if a two-photon sp → sp transition would occur, this would create an sp hole
close to the Fermi level (see 4). Since the d band lies more than 2 eV below the Fermi level, this
would require a two-photon d → sp transition to fill the energy distance between the d and the sp
band, thus resulting again in 4PPL.
This proposed model is able to explain all experimental observations, including previous stud-
ies, concerning 4PPL from gold nanostructures: (i) the three-photon sp → sp absorption step oc-
curs through virtual levels (τi = 0) and is thus an instantaneous process, so that the relaxation time
of the sp hole distribution solely determines the dynamics of the 4PPL process. The 2PPL and
4PPL two-pulse correlation experiments should thus display the same temporal behavior, as in-
deed observed in the experiments. (ii) The initial instantaneous three-photon absorption process in
4PPL should display a strong intensity dependence and its yield, for a constant average excitation
power, should scale as 1/δ 2: therefore lengthening the excitation pulsewidth from 100 to 700 fs
should reduce the 4PPL yield by a factor of ∼ 50. This is in agreement with the disappearance of
4PPL for the longer excitation pulses. (iii) At variance with 2PPL, 4PPL is the result of recom-
bination processes occurring mainly at the L point of the reciprocal space. This is indeed fully
consistent with the already mentioned increased spectral weight of the green emission (a signature
of radiative d → sp recombination close to L) that was reported in Ref. 3 for antennas beyond the
threshold for 4PPL.
These arguments do not completely rule out the possibility of observing PL power curves with
intermediate slopes between those characteristic for 2PPL and 4PPL, as reported in the litera-
ture.12,17 Such an intermediate behavior could be interpreted either as due to illumination con-
ditions (power, pulse duration) exciting both 2PPL and 4PPL with similar efficiencies, or as a
consequence of thermal effects,26–28 which can cause saturation of the empty states above the
Fermi level and increase electron-electron scattering, leading in both cases to a reduction of the PL
11
yield.
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Figure 4: Gold relativistic band structure near the L point of the reciprocal space according to Ref.
24. Multi-photon direct sp → sp transitions are indicated by the vertical arrows. A bent arrow
shows one of the possible indirect single-photon transitions. At the L point, the sp-derived states
above and below the Fermi level respectively belong to the 6+ (even) and 6− (odd) irreducible
representations of the D6d double group describing the symmetry properties of the reciprocal space
at L.
Closer inspection of the fitting results for the correlation traces in 2 reveals that the 250 nm
resonant antenna actually displays a shorter relaxation time compared to the non-resonant ones.
Indeed, the 200 nm and 320 nm antennas provide τsp ∼ 1000± 100 fs, in very good agreement
with the results obtained for 2PPL in gold and with typical electron-phonon relaxation times, while
for the resonant antenna we find τsp ∼ 650± 50 fs. Other measurements on non-resonant gold
nanostructures all provide relaxation times similar to those found for 2PPL. Here we offer two
possible explanations for this peculiar behavior:
(i) because of the more efficient excitation of the resonant antenna, τsp might be reduced by
thermal effects, leading to smearing of the Fermi distribution function and thermally induced
damping of the plasmon oscillation,26–28 in agreement with the observed slight deviation from
a pure four-photon behavior in 2(b);
(ii) a second intriguing possibility is that the intermediate excited sp-band electron distribution,
required for 4PPL, efficiently decays into the resonant antenna plasmon modes.16 This would rep-
resent a further loss channel directly contributing to a decrease in τsp. In order to gain a qualitative
insight into this possibility, we have run FDTD simulations to calculate the enhancement in the
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total decay rate from an emitting dipole in the 800-1000 nm range (simulating intraband recombi-
nation)2 coupled to the antenna feedgap. We find that for the resonant antenna the enhancement
in the decay rate (i.e. the antenna Purcell factor) is a factor of ∼ 10 larger than for the two non-
resonant antennas therefore providing a possible explanation for the differences in τsp between
resonant and off-resonance antennas.
In conclusion, we have analyzed the multi-photon photoluminescence dynamics in gap nanoan-
tennas by performing two-pulse correlation experiments. By exploiting the large near-field inten-
sity enhancement afforded by the antennas we have observed 4PPL, for which the temporal dynam-
ics is dominated by the same∼ 1 ps relaxation time as in the case of 2PPL. The two processes hold
therefore strong similarities, since their dynamics is always limited by carrier relaxation in the sp
band, and correspondingly they proceed via the same intermediate configuration. Further absorp-
tion steps that increase the process order from n = 2 to n = 4 all happen within the first 100 fs, i.e.
at time scales shorter than the investigated time window, and as such they are more sensitive to the
actual pulse duration in the sub ps regime. Indeed, we also demonstrate that, for the same nanoan-
tennas, 2PPL is obtained instead of 4PPL when the pulse duration is increased from δ < 100 fs to
δ ∼ 700 fs for the same average power. Therefore the 4PPL yield in gold, as opposed to the yield
of 2PPL,11 is strongly dependent on the pulse duration used for excitation, providing a handle for
switching between 2PPL and 4PPL. High-quality single-crystalline nanoantennas were needed for
the investigation since they reliably provide the local field enhancement in order to boost such non-
linear processes.13 Based on on our observations, we provide a first consistent framework for the
explanation of 4PPL, where a three-photon direct transition between different sp bands is followed
by a one-photon transition between the d and sp bands. Interestingly, a shortened relaxation time
has been found for the resonant nanoantenna, which is attributed either to thermal effects or to the
resonant decay of the intermediate excited distribution into the plasmon antenna mode.
13
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